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A patient who describes himself as "sanitary" told me o f his concern
with odors. Whenever he thinks about establishing a sexua l relationship ,
he develops a fear that his partner may smell offensive, e specially around
her genital area. He describes signs and symptoms of sympat heti c
overactivity when he engages in foreplay, and is afra id tha t he mi ght
be impotent if he smells anything offensive. In fact, he has t o i nsert
a finger into his partner's vagina during foreplay , to test t he na t u r e
of the odor. He feels relieved when the smell i s neutra l o r perfumed ,
and demonstrates enhanced sexual performance. The pati e n t , who uses
deodorants extensively, reports pleasurable sensations when he si ts in
the bath and smells his own flatus bubbling through the wate r . Between
the ages of five and seven, he recalls smelling his mother' s flatus ;
he is anxious and embarrassed when he describes this i ncide nt in t herapy .
This anxiety is qualitatively similar to the anxie ty he exper ienc e s d ur i ng
foreplay.
This brief vignette highlights the i mpo r t a nce o f odor s i n the sphere
of human sexuality. It also suggests that odors now considered repulsive
were stimulating in an earlier developmental period . Since o l f a c t i on
plays a role in human development, many psychia t r i c patients report
i n t e r e s t i ng olfactory symptoms. This article focuses on the relationship
between olfaction and human sexuality .
Hippocrates was aware of a relationship between sexual development
and olfaction: he noted that the sexual odors are no t o f a du l t quality
until puberty. Smell is represented as a powerful sexual s t imu lus in
various literary works, including those of Shelly, Baudela i r e , Zola ,
and Shakespeare (1) . Freud was impressed by the resul t of the li fti ng
of the human nose from the earth when man assumed an upr ight posture .
He believed the consequence was that a number of pleasurable s ens a t ion s
connected with the earth became repulsive, and that the l o s s of t he sense
of smell might be a part of repression of sexual d r ive, consiste nt wi t h
advancing civilization(2). In the "Three Contr ibu t ions t o t he Theory
of Sex," Freud stated in regard to fetishism:
Selection of the fetish depends on the coprophil i c s me l l de s i r e
which has been lost by repress ion. Feet and ha i r are s t rong
smelling objects which are raised to fetishes after r e no unci ng
the now unpleasant sense of smell. Accordingly only the fi lthy
and ill smelling foot is the sexual object in the pervers ion
corresponding to foot fetishism(]).
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The sense of smell is strongly connnected to sexua l i t y , a nd therefore
is subject to repression and other forms of modi fi cation by the ego.
The anatomical nose i tsel f is one of the symbols fo r t he pen i s . The
story of Cyrano de Bergerac stands out among other examples in fiction.
The popularity of rhinoplasty may be partially expla ined b y the wish
to conceal an organ which responds to unacceptable odors. Mat e r i a l from
analysis of dreams frequently shows a relationship between nose bleeds
and castration anxiety in men and menstruation ( represen t ing l o s s of
the penis) in women.
There seem to be developmental changes in the c o n s c i o u s pe r cep t ion
of odor. Infants and younger children find the natural sme l l o f body
secretions pleasant and exciting. Later in life, these odors are perce ive d
as repulsive and unstimulating . There is evidence that p r e o e di pal c h ildren
can discriminate their own smell from that of others. I n fants also
discriminate their own mothers' breast pads as early as the first two
days of life(4). Stein (5) exposed 300 normal children t o t h e smell
of sweat and synthetic feces, and found that children younge r t han four
reacted positively, while chldren older than six exhibited a nega t i v e
reaction. The switch in the quality of perception of odors seems to
occur between the ages of four and six, during the oedipal pha s e of
development.
We could speculate that it must be exciting f or a c hi l d t o smell
his mother's natural scents and to be stimulated by them. As d evelopme n t
progresses, the child's ego cannot allow this incestuous exc i t e me n t ,
and consequently this sense of smell is repres sed along with other
libidinal impulses present in this developmental pe r iod. Kalogera k i s
(6) describes a case of a boy between the ages of two and fi v e years,
who was stimulated by olfactory perceptions but gradually repressed t hem.
Some research has been directed towards i d e n t i f ica t i o n o f specific
substances, pheromones, which are thought to mod i fy behav ior t hrough
olfaction. These compounds have not yet been demonstra ted i n humans,
but do play an important part in the life of lower animals, espec i a l l y
insects. In humans, they are thought to be s imila r t o sex hormone s in
structure and to have a musk odor. Interestingly, the olfactory s ys t e m
is the only sensory system with a direct connection to the l imbic s y stem ,
where the centers associated with sexual arousal a re l o cate d. I n t heory,
the best evidence for the action of pheromones i s t he p h e nome non of
menstrual synchrony . Two r e c e n t studies (7,8) demonstrated menst r ua l
synchrony between close friends, who lived i n p roximity f or a period
of four months. This synchrony does not occur between ne ighbor s who
are not friends. Another study (9) showed that, after a woman's sweat
was applied to the upper lip of female volunteers synchron i zed their
cycles within four months.
Several studies have been done to demonstrate t he possible effect
of steroid sex hormones on human behavior. All have se r ious methodical
problems, arid the evidence to be drawn from them i s conf l i c t ing( 4 ) . A
recent study (10) shows no ef fect of androstenol on perce ived physical
attractiveness between men and women . It is also i n t e resting that the
tissue covering the middle and inferior turbinates and a por t ion o f the
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nasal septus is anatomically s imilar to the e rect i l e tissue of the penis.
Several studies show correlation between sexual exciteme nt, mens t r ua t i on ,
and pregnancy and changes in the nasal mucosa, nota b l y hyperemia,
hypersecretion, and nasal stuffiness. The a ct of coi t u s produces a r ise
in temperature of the nasal mucosa, as well as a s tate of vasodilation
and an associated increase in the blood supply of t he nasa l mucosalll).
The connection between olfaction and sexual s t i mul a t i on in adult
life should not be underest imated. This stimulation is of ten produced
by artif icial, institutionalized odors. These are s cents c ha racteristic
of the variety of cosmetic products available on the mar ke t . Their
importance is indicated by their seemingly endle s s numbe r s , their
widespread usage and commercial success. Perhaps t hi s usage demonstrates
the human search for highly personal, yet social ly a c ceptabl e smel ls.
Here we may be seeing a revised, modified repre senta t ion of an older,
regressive interest in body odors. The repressed childhood i nterest had
to be replaced by wide spread use of a rtifi c ial s cen t s during both sexual
and nonsexual activities .
Of course, a small minority of t he popu la t ion continues to favor
the odor of natural body secretions, such as sweat, urine , a nd feces.
In certain perversions, a pungent smell i s requi r ed f or sexual arousal
and orgasm. Before psychotropic medications were available, regressed
schizophrenic patients were frequently obse rved to be preoccupied with
their own excretions, hoarding feces, smearing them on t heir bodies and
even eating them. We can thus hypothesize tha t the developing ego
represses the excitement associated with odors of na tu r a l body secretions,
along with other libidinal impulses of the preoedipal period , and
institutes a defensive modification of what is cons i de r ed a pleasurable
smell. In certain pathological states, the e go regresses a nd we can observe
pleasurable sensations associated with odors usually considered repulsive.
In conclusion, strong connections exi s t be t wee n o l f a c t ion and human
sexual behavior. In psychiatric practice, we often hear i nteresting
olfactory data from our patients and are told how the sense of smell
affects their existence . Childhood research mate r i a l i ndicates that
the perception of smell passes through c e r t ain deve lopmental s tages and,
like other aspects of sexuality, is sub j ect t o repression and other
modifications by the developing ego. When the outcome of such modification
is normal, the odors once considered exciting wi l l become offensive.
Odors of d ifferent quality become stimulating in no r ma l adul t hood, yet
per-sonal preferences probably continue to depend on c hildhood memories
of odors. In pathological cases the modif ication of olfaction by the
ego is arrested or incomplete, and one sees va r ious i napprop riate behavior.
Anatomic and physiologic similarities and connections betwe en the o l f a cto r y
and sexual apparatus have been demonstrated . Th i s connection ha s a lso
been extensively utilized in literature and a rt . The r o le of ph e r omones
in human sexual behavior is not established.
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